[image: image1.jpg]



Mark is clearly a type-A gospel writer. He is so eager to tell the story of Jesus that he skips the business in Bethlehem and gets right to the meat of the matter. It takes about eight sentences in his gospel before he has a full-grown Jesus coming from Nazareth to the Jordan to be baptized by John. 

Leave it to a man to forget the part about the pregnancy and birth. 

Frankly, Mark approaches Christmas as do many of us: at high speed, going too fast to notice that this is, after all, the story of the birth of a baby, born to a woman named Mary, in a town called Bethlehem. For Mark, and for many of us, the Incarnation itself – that moment when God’s love takes on flesh and bone and comes struggling and slithering from the darkness of the womb into the light of the world – is taken for granted. 

What matters most to Mark, apparently, is the life of Jesus the man, not Jesus the baby. Does the gospel writer assume that someone else will tell that part of the story? Was he simply too impatient to take time to account for the birth of Jesus?

Imagine doing Incarnation the way Mark proposes: no Mary and Joseph looking for a room at the inn, no shepherds out keeping watch over their flocks by night, no heavenly host singing Glory to God in the highest, no star shining in the night sky over Bethlehem, followed by magi from the east – no Christmas at all. 

Instead, it begins with a wild-eyed, honey-and-locust-eating, animal-skin-wearing, coarse country preacher named John, known for his baptisms in the River Jordan. The way Mark tells it, the story of the Incarnation starts not in the village of Bethlehem, nestled next to the urban center of Jerusalem, but in the hills and rough places of the Judean wilderness. Maybe that is why he remembers the words of the prophet Isaiah:

“In the wilderness,” Isaiah says, “In the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert – in the desert – a highway for our God.

 
Every valley shall be lifted up, 

and every mountain and hill be made low; 

the uneven ground shall become level, 

and the rough places a plain.” (Isaiah 40:3-4)
Those are not the words of a city-dweller. It sounds like a speech delivered by someone who fits the profile of the Baptizer. Mark gets us out of the city, out of the comfortable and familiar places, and pushes us into the wilderness, where the wild things are. In the hills with John there is no covering over our need for light in the darkness, there is no disguising our longing for a way through the desert, there is no denying the aching in our hearts. Isaiah’s words speak to a people in exile, far from home; John’s words do the same for us, as we languish in our own exile – from things as we wished they were or as we had hoped they would be.

The manner in which we begin the story of Jesus says a lot about our image of Incarnation. And that is why Mark – even in his out-of-synch, Bethlehem-free, way of telling the story – should not be overlooked or left out of our Christmas ritual. Maybe, in fact, we should credit Mark with inventing another way to do Advent. 

Advent, from the Latin advenire, refers to coming. It is the pre-Christmas way the church speaks of the One who is to come. In Advent we make room in our hearts by preparing for the possibilities of Incarnation. Without Advent, Christmas might slip by unnoticed and make no difference at all. So Mark gives us John the Baptizer, an unkempt desert hermit, to force us to get real in what we look for at Christmas.

Kathleen Norris says, “Incarnation is the place…where hope contends with fear.” (Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith [New York: Riverhead Books, 1998], p. 30) The Baptizer understands that. Incarnation is the place where hope contends with fear – and not only fear but grief and brokenness and anxiety; in short, the rough places of human existence. God comes to us in Jesus not in some ethereal, disembodied way, disconnected from the stuff of genuine human life. Instead, God comes in utterly down-to-earth fashion, to help us grapple with our fears and our failures, even as we receive the gift of hope in the flesh.

I confess that I am with Mark on this point. I do not want to bother with Christmas if it is merely a rehash of old clichés or an experience of sentimental banality. Mark’s account of the Incarnation is a no-nonsense story that gets right to the point.  He begins with an urgent word from a frightening prophet, and right away he has our attention. There is no soothing muzak in the background as John plunges people into the waters of the Jordan. 

John wants us, you and me, to make way for Jesus by clearing out the clutter of our lives, by setting aside our preoccupation with things that cannot last and do not matter, and by preparing to change. He calls it repentance, and by that term he means changing direction in life. Only when we are ready to do that – by facing our need to let go of some of our old ways, where we have withheld forgiveness, or not apologized, or refused to seek reconciliation, or ignored someone’s cry for help, or given in to an addiction or participated in an injustice – only when we have gone into the rough places in our lives might we be ready, truly ready, for Christmas.

Harvard preacher Peter Gomes talks about his father, who was a cranberry farmer in New England. “Cultivation of the cranberry,” Gomes tells us, “Is a very delicate and demanding art, for it is as difficult to raise as it is tart to taste.”

From watching his father each season as a boy, Gomes learns that the coming of the cranberry reveals two ultimate truths. 

“Ultimate truth number one,” Gomes says, “Is that the harvest is the result of incredible patience; and ultimate truth number two is that the harvest is the result of incredible work.” (Sermons: Biblical Wisdom for Everyday Living [New York: Wm. Morrow and Co., 1998], p. 6)

Advent should be like that for us: patience for that which is beyond our control – the coming of the rain, the daily nourishment of light from above, the winds that bring heat and cold. Patience. And work. Work on that over which we have at least some measure of control – tilling the soil, watching the seasons, uprooting the weeds. Eventually, in the rhythmic mystery of the turning of time and the fruit of labor, the cranberry comes.

Does not this season invite in us the same mixture of patience and work – waiting for that which is wholly other and therefore beyond us; and working within ourselves and in our relationships and in our communities and in our world to make way for the One who comes? 

Last week a friend mentioned that her father called to tell her that, given the current state of the economy, he would not be able to get her as much for Christmas this year. He wanted to be sure she knew that fewer gifts did not mean he loved her any less. If we have not yet discovered this, we should say it aloud: the deep meaning of Advent and Christmas has nothing to do with material things and everything to do with taking on our part to bring love to life. It takes hard work, and then God will do the rest.

If Mark, in his mad dash past Bethlehem, has a Christmas list, there really is only one hope on it, and that is that we would make way for Jesus. That means being willing to admit that we need to change. John wants an Advent of honesty about ourselves and about our world – and these days that can be tough; the news is not good. 

The Baptizer invites us into the wilderness with him. The journey toward Incarnation takes us through rough places, over a wild and frightening landscape full of fearful shadows and an unknown future. 

Then, just when we think we are stranded in the darkness, our God will come.

“Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her 

that she has served her term, 

Get you up to a high mountain…

Lift up your voice with strength,

Say to the cities of Judah, "Here is your God!"

Thanks be to God.

Amen.


Charge: Go forth into the world in peace. Be of good courage. Hold fast to that which is good. Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted. Support the weak. Heal the afflicted. Honor all people. Love and serve the Lord, rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.  Benediction:  And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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